Visual word activation in pure alexia.
A patient with pure alexia (DM) is shown to perform rapid and accurate lexical decisions for common words without the ability to recover their complete identity. We provide evidence using a speeded decision task that DM is not forced to rely on a laborious analysis of individual letter forms when judging the lexical status of orthographic patterns varying in length, though he clearly must use this approach to fully identify a word for explicit report. By contrast, the ability to rapidly classify a word apparently does not extend to judgements of its superordinate category. DM makes semantic decisions for visual words by adopting the same inefficient procedure he uses for verbal report of their identity. The results provide further constraints on the functional deficit responsible for pure alexia. We argue that DM is able to monitor the overall activation of word units without achieving full identification and that such a process may be a characteristic of the normal reading mechanism.